Oil worker unions want Ottawa's help to go green 


The Toronto Star 
October 6, 2022 Thursday 


Copyright 2022 Toronto Star Newspapers Ltd. All Rights Reserved 
Section: BUSINESS; Pg. B1-B6 

Length: 796 words 

Byline: Alex Ballingall Toronto Star 


Body 


Unions representing tens of thousands of oil and gas workers are calling on the federal government to crank up 
spending to guide and supercharge Canada's transformation to a clean energy economy. 


The new demand coincides with corporate calls for more government money to finance this shift, a massive 
undertaking that top scientists say is urgent and necessary to stave off the worst extremes of climate change. 


In a letter to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on Tuesday, the Alberta Federation of Labour and five other unions in 
the oil-rich province say Canada should increase spending on this transition to "at least" two per cent of gross 
domestic product. With GDP at $2.8 trillion in the second quarter of 2022, that would mean about $56 billion per 
year, a figure that far exceeds current annual spending on clean energy programs. 


"Our members are the ones who face the most serious threats of job loss and economic dislocation as the world 
makes the bumpy transition from fossil fuels to electricity as the primary energy source," says the unions' letter to 
Trudeau, which was obtained by the Star. "We want to make sure these workers are not forgotten or cast aside." 


Asked about the letter on Wednesday, a spokesperson for Natural Resources Minister Jonathan Wilkinson said the 
government has already devoted tens of billions of dollars to climate action and clean energy transition initiatives 
since the Liberals took office in 2015. He did not directly address the unions' call for further spending. 


"We will continue to support Canadian workers by creating sustainable jobs in every region of Canada," said an 
emailed statement from Keean Nembhard, Wilkinson's press secretary. 


In their letter, the unions say they want the government to create new federal transfer payments to the provinces for 
a "just transition," and to break with decades of "failed neo-liberal dogma" by guiding industrial policies to transform 
the national economy instead of leaving it to the private sector. 


The letter also says the government should use its financing powers to ensure jobs created are well-paying and 
unionized as countries around the world shift away from fossil fuels to slash greenhouse gas emissions that cause 
climate change. 


"We strongly feel that your focus should be on economic transformation, not just labour market adjustment," the 
letter to Trudeau says. "Policies that focus on things like training, income supports and pension bridging are 
necessary, but they are not sufficient. Canadians facing dislocation need support - but they also need jobs. Your 
government needs to work on both tracks at the same time." 


Gil McGowan, president of the Alberta Federation of Labour, declined to comment when contacted Wednesday 
about the letter, citing "very constructive" and ongoing talks with businesses and the government on this issue. 
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The call for more government money to fund the energy transition echoes a recommendation from the Canadian 
Chamber of Commerce. The corporate lobby group published a report Tuesday that urges the government to close 
the gap between its current spending and what is projected as necessary to successfully transition to a "net zero" 
economy in which annual emissions are eliminated or offset by technology and nature. 


Canada has pledged to hit net zero by 2050, and slash national emissions to at least 40 per cent below 2005 levels 
by 2030. 


Perrin Beatty, the president of the Canadian Chamber of Commerce, said there is a "significant" gap between 
current government spending and what his group argues is needed to drive down emissions and seize economic 
opportunities in the shift to green technology and clean energy. The chamber's report pegs federal money budgeted 
for "net zero" initiatives in 2022-23 at $14.7 billion, and points to a recent Royal Bank of Canada analysis that 
estimates total spending in Canada needs to hit $72 billion per year until 2050. 


RBC president David McKay told the Star's editorial board last week that between $100 billion and $200 billion is 
needed from the federal government to spur the private sector to spend its own money to fulfil the energy transition. 
Like the Alberta unions and Chamber of Commerce report, McKay pointed to the recently passed Inflation 
Reduction Act in the United States, which included hundreds of billions of dollars in clean energy and manufacturing 
tax credits. 


In its 2022 budget, the federal government acknowledged that total public and private spending per year on the 
energy transition needs to increase from less than $25 billion now to more than $125 billion. 


"It's clear that the federal government has to increase its financial investments in getting us to where we need to 
be," Beatty told the Star on Wednesday, adding that its current spending "simply is not enough." 
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